Dominance is one of the most important concepts in the study of animal social behaviour. Dominance hierarchies in groups arise from dyadic relationships between dominant and subordinate individuals present in a social group (Drews 1993). High hierarchical rank or social status is often associated with fitness benefits for individuals (e.g. Côté & Festa-Bianchet 2001; von Holst et al. 2002; Widdig et al. 2004; Engelhardt et al. 2006) , and hierarchies can be found in most animal taxa including insects (e.g. Kolmer & Heinze 2000), birds (e.g. Kurvers et al. 2009 ) and mammals (e.g. Keiper & Receveur 1992) .
The analysis of dominance has a long-standing history (Schjelderup-Ebbe 1922; Landau 1951) , and a great number of methods to assess hierarchies in animal societies are currently available (reviewed in de Vries 1998; Bayly et al. 2006; Whitehead 2008) .
Although differing in calculation complexity, all ranking methods presently used in studies of behavioural ecology are based on interaction matrices. For this, a specific type of behaviour or interaction, from which the dominance/subordinance relationship of a given dyad can be deduced, is tabulated across all individuals (see for example, Vervaecke et al. 2007 ). This matrix can either be reorganized as a whole in order to optimize a numerical criterion (e.g. I&SI: de Vries 1998; minimizing entries below the matrix diagonal: Martin & Bateson 1993), or alternatively, an individual measure of success calculated for each animal present (e.g. David's score: David 1987; CBI: Clutton-Brock et al.1979 ). In the latter case, a ranking can be generated by ordering the individual scores obtained.
Although calculations of dominance hierarchies are routinely undertaken in many studies of behavioural ecology, and although there have been numerous methodological developments in this area (e.g. Clutton-Brock et al. 1979; David 1987; de Vries 1998) , there are still a number of obstacles and limitations scientists have to tackle when analysing dominance relationships. This is mainly 
